"When you've worked hard, and done well, and walked through that doorway of opportunity, you do not slam it shut behind you. You reach back and you give other folks the same chances that helped you succeed." -Michelle Obama
We are at a point in time where awareness around the existing disparities in gender equity in academic medicine couldn't be higher. It is time for us to take this knowledge and move swiftly into action. What's one of the best ways to do this? Become a sponsor or be sponsored. "Sponsorship can effectively catapult nascent talent from unknown to rising-star status." Catapult-an excellent and fitting word to describe the effect sponsorship can have on careers. Women start out behind and often remain behind men, even with mentoring. 2 With the catapult of sponsorship, however, high-level career advancement is attainable. Studies show that sponsorship is significantly associated with success: 72.5% of men and 59.0% of women who reported sponsorship were successful, compared with 57.7% and 44.8% who did not report sponsorship. 3 For women and underrepresented minorities, sponsorship is especially important and can "dramatically overcome many of the tripwires to achievement." 4 Sponsorship is a two-way proposition-and both the sponsor and protégé have responsibility to make the relationship successful. Want to be sponsored? Here's what to do: (1) Broadcast your achievements. You don't have to be a braggart, but you don't need to be humble -celebrate and share your achievements within and outside your network. (2) Seek out leaders of different backgrounds-sponsors don't need to be just like you.
Varied viewpoints bring broader perspectives to the challenges ahead as you climb the leadership ladder. (3) Clearly spell out your leadership goals for yourself and a potential sponsor. Then work to achieve your shared goals in a timely way.
Consider how you can be a sponsor, particularly for junior faculty and those from under-represented groups. Ask yourself: Who have you sponsored this week? Whose success have you celebrated this quarter? Who will you nominate for an award or recognition this year?
Sponsorship is an essential component of good leadership. Individual leaders and academic health centers (AHCs) must take a step forward toward equity by making sponsorship an expectation and strategic priority. Set the expectation that senior leaders will act as sponsors, set clear goals to work toward (ie, more female chairs, increasing recruitment and retention of underrepresented minorities, etc.), and track metrics.
2 While "pay it forward" may seem cliché, sponsorship can truly be a remarkable opportunity for growth for both the sponsor and the protégé, and a winning proposition for the institution.
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